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   Sanders soaks in the scene, cars waiting to make the intersection and others just starting to cross.  Several vendors selling snacks at the edge of the street.  Hundreds of people transiting sidewalk, far too many to observe them all.
 
   “Heading for the door sir,” the headset speakers relay, as the text box in the top right corner of the suit’s HUD announces DAVIS.
 
   “Roger Davis, just give me a ten second count.”
 
   Sanders sweeps his gaze up the steps in front of the courthouse to the door.  Empty and elevated above the rest of the street the stairs make the client vulnerable and exposed.  
 
   “Alright folks, look lively.  Eyes up for anything coming from further than the street.  If they move it’s going to be from out of our reach.”
 
   A board on the HUD lights up green by each of the names and then the table vanishes again.  Sanders grins, enjoying the simple pleasure of operating combat equipment above military grade.  Peacekeepers shift anxiously on the steps, pretending to watch the street itself but all the while continuously sweeping their gaze over the heavily-armored security personnel.
 
   “Ten.” Davis says lighting off the electronic timers on each of the team members’ HUD.
 
   “Alright bring the IFVs and the car,” Sanders says hefting the massive rifle into his shoulder and lifting it closer to the ready.  On the stairs the guards follow suit raising their own miniature versions.
 
   The counter shows a four as a large eight-wheeled, armored and heavily-armed bellows wheels-squealing around the corner.  In tow, a small light civilian vehicle swings around the corner followed by another infantry transport.  The counter reaches one and the doors to the courthouse open at the same time as the three vehicles arrive.  
 
   In tight formation, the security detail shifts, Sanders ascending the stairs halfway, Davis descending one quarter, Thompson and Allen drawing in from the sidewalk to the base of the stairs while the four additional personnel let go of the side of the trucks and step down onto the sidewalk.  
 
   “It really has been a pleasure to see you again, your honor, but truthfully I would prefer if we met under different circumstances.  Maybe dinner with the family this weekend?”
 
   The judge pales noticing the eight towering suits of armor below, “Why yes, dinner would be perfect!  I’ll bring Julia!”
 
   “Great!  Alright I’ll send you the details and have a car pick you up.”  
 
   With that the client, Jake Owens, turns and descends the stairs two at a time.  Davis collapses and follows Mr. O. down the stairs, descending alongside Sanders once he reaches him.  
 
   Thompson turns and opens the door on the car and waits until Mr. O. is seated before closing the door.  
 
   For the brief moment the door hangs open it becomes apparent to anyone looking that the vehicle is heavily armored.  Sanders frowns, noticing the look on a few bystanders’ faces taking note of the door.
 
   “Alright take us out,” Sanders says over broad comm.
 
   Grabbing a handhold on the side of the lead truck he steps up onto one of the plates while sliding the battle rifle back into the sheath on his back.  On his hip he unclips a large machine pistol.  The two IFVs roar to life lurching forward followed in the middle by the small maglev car.  Sanders waits for the convoy to start moving and the tension to abate before asking the boss how the meeting went.
 
   “Well boss man?”
 
   “Those pricks are going to file an injunction that the weapons we moved into orbit contain “genetic modification weaponry”.  They claim that because the weapons are designed for Grendel's use, they are genetic modifications equipment.  Bastards!”
 
   “What did the judge say sir?”
 
   “Oh he’s on our payroll but it’s going to be out of his hands.  They are filing it with the commerce committee.  Going to have to see who is actually buying this shit and see if they have any pull with the committee.”
 
   “Somebody outfitting an army of Grendels or something?” Davis asks over the security channel.
 
   Switching to receive only on the mainline Sanders clicks on transmit on the security line, “Looks like it.  We uploaded about two hundred units.  Maybe a quarter as many suits of armor as battle rifles.  Squad leaders only get armor?”
 
   “Screw that,” Thompson snorts.
 
   “Yeah, I wouldn’t go outside without armor anymore,” Allen says switching feet on the platform to shake out his leg.
 
   “Eyes out, we aren’t exactly out of the woods yet,” Sanders interrupts.
 
   “Captain, I think you mean we aren’t in the woods yet,” Thompson lights up in the dialogue box.
 
   Rolling past the last of the buildings, everyone relaxes and sags down inside their armor just a little.  Sanders pulls up the aerial scans of the route ahead.  Nothing suspicious from the drones chasing the convoy.  The imagery from the small robot provides a very close up view all the way for the next fifteen miles to the compound.  
 
   The data recording indicates nothing moved along the road the entire time they waited for the meeting.  
 
   “Alright Jeff, speed us up.  Road is clear.”
 
   Both IFVs tilt back as the massive engines push the crews up and over one hundred and fifty kilometers an hour.  The wind roars over the outside of the suit but between the suit and super human strength Sanders nor any of the rest of the team struggle to hold on.
 
   “Open’er up!” Sanders barks into the comm.
 
   Tearing into the open, the convoy crosses the empty killing field before the large twelve foot concrete outer wall.  Ahead a gate wide enough for both IFVs to travel through at the same time slides open.  Manning the weapon mounts on top of the wall are several unarmored guards.  Sanders wonders how they feel watching the convoy and the superior equipment.
 
   Behind them the gate closes back down and the weapon crews turn back to watch the perimeter.
 
   “Must be nice to be an arms dealer,” Sanders murmurs.
 
   Pulling into the main courtyard of the house the security detail disembarks from the fighting vehicles and gathers around waiting for Mr. O. to step out of the vehicle and head inside.
 
   After several minutes waiting, the door swings open and O steps out, “Sanders, My daughter needs a ride to her class.”
 
   “Roger that sir,” Sanders says keying in the codes for Davis and Allen to accompany him.
 
   “Babysitter duty,” Thompson laughs and points at Allen.
 
   Davis shunts Thompson’s comms, “Taking just one of the IFVs?”
 
   “Yeah, we can’t fit in the car without taking the armor off.  I’d prefer not to ride around with her without armor on.  I’d also prefer to have the firepower of the Hunter if anything goes wrong.”
 
   “Alright Miller, keep your sled running.  Smith put yours in the shed and check the maintenance on it.  Thompson take a four-by and do a patrol of the wall.  Everybody else post up on watch in the armory for three hour stints.”
 
   Sanders nods his approval of Davis’ orders.
 
   It may have been decades since the war but squad wouldn’t have acted any different if it were still going on.
 
   Sanders and Davis walk to the back of the Hunter and open the cargo compartment.  Each looks over the various equipment in the trunk ensuring that the med kit, spare tire, extra munitions for the thirty millimeter cannon, and a full load out of ammo for one battle rifle are still in the trunk.
 
   “Sir, you know we haven’t taken a truck out without all the gear since that shit show back on Caldera when that other unit loaned us their jacked up truck.”
 
   Sanders laughs, “You know why we haven’t had that happen since?”
 
   Allen shrugs.
 
   “Because the captain and I always check to make sure it's there after we got screwed,” Davis says.
 
   “Alright, alright, alright everybody give me a sitrep.”
 
   After a second of glancing over his gear Davis responds, “Three hundred rounds primary, seventy-five secondary and suit still reads ninety-two percent juice.”
 
   “Three hundred primary, seventy-five secondary and eighty-seven percent juice,” Allen adds.
 
   Miller sighs, “Alright, Four hundred primary in the can, one hundred in the secondary under the seat,” Millar laughs outright, “ninety-seven percent juice.”
 
   “Lazy,” Allen pipes in.
 
   “The truck?” Sanders.
 
   “Oh, she’s got one hundred eighty-six miles in the tank, another hundred in cans, two thousand rounds for the cannon, two RIM-19 Lances, and four RGM-3 Hammers.”
 
   “Roger, ok we are waiting on Cinderella then.”
 
   Miller’s name populates the comm box, “We know how long this is going to take?”
 
   Sanders gives what would pass for a frown among the soldiers, “Well it’s the first of the month and if my memory serves me, we’ll be there for a couple of hours at least.”
 
   “Shit, who’s got personnel duty?” Allen lights up this time.
 
   “Davis you want it?”
 
   Staring back out through the opaque helmet Davis stands perfectly still.  
 
   “Davis you know staring at me through a camera and a screen is less effective than actually staring,” Sanders chuckles.  “Alright I’ll walk her.”
 
   “Cinderella,” Allen.
 
   Three black obelisks of armor, weapons and war-hardened soldier stare at the little girl running down the stairs two at a time.  Sanders smiles watching the veterans’ attention entirely swept up in watching a child.
 
   “Hi Spot!” Sarah beams up at Allen.  
 
   Crouching down the giant picks up the little girl, “Well hello little miss Cinderella!  How are you this morning?”
 
   Stretching out the few steps to the Hunter Allen chats away with the little girl before setting her down inside the vehicle and climbing in himself.  Sanders tilts his helmet at Davis, passing a salute in armor.  
 
   Davis steps around the vehicle taking the offset seat beside the cannon controls behind the bench seat Allen and Sarah are sitting on.  Sanders walks forward climbing into the command seat.  Miller cycles the locks on all the doors and checks the air integrity of the vehicle.  
 
   “Interior all green.”
 
   “Let’s roll, and everyone watch your language,” Sanders says over the internal comms to avoid Sarah overhearing anything inappropriate.  
 
   Sanders watches as the vehicle thunders down the paved road, wheels roaring and wind tearing at the protrusions for armor and weapons.  From his command seat the vehicle’s myriad scanners and cameras give him a view around the entire vehicle as well as thermal imaging, low light and long range optics.
 
   In the back seat Cinderella bubbles up with stories for Allen.  Stories about her day or her new friends at school.  
 
   “How many children are in your class?”
 
   “Oh just seven, it's pretty small.”
 
   “Oh wow, I had a few hundred kids in my school.”
 
   “That’s a lot,” she says in stunned shock.
 
   Sarah would have been about nine standard years old but Sanders wasn’t really sure if they were using the planet’s local calendar or if the clients were using Earth standard.  
 
   “How could you remember everyone’s name?”
 
   Allen laughs, “I didn’t say I knew them all.  I just said we went to the same school.”
 
   Sanders begins checking records for spacecraft docking at the station overhead.  Along with their own transport trapped in lockdown for now there were five other ships.  Three passenger transport, one for cargo and one EUSF frigate.  The transports were normal fare for the station to see.  The numbers of passengers were also normal.  The frigate on the other hand, Mongoose, shouldn’t be here.  
 
   Selecting Davis’ comm line only, “Hey take a look at this.  She’s parked overhead.  Just sitting in the station.  Contacts aboard the docks claim she isn’t taking on cargo or fuel.  Only a handful of personnel stepped so it's not a port call.  They are here on some kind of official business.”
 
   Sanders gives Davis a minute to read the entire report.
 
   “She’s definitely on recon.  Nothing onboard to put up a fight.  I mean she’s got rail guns but you know, nothing to work this far out on her own.”
 
   “Just what I was thinking,” Sanders says checking the sensor net for the planet’s defensive matrix.  The gravimetric scanners, radar and optics fail to note anything floating out in orbit waiting to provide air support.  “She’s definitely the only Earth Unification Space Force bird up there though.”
 
   “Sir we have arrived,” Miller.
 
   “Alright you three, one awake and two asleep.  Miller park it and leave it running transfer the fuel from the reserves into the tanks.  Davis if anything changes for our visitors call me immediately.”
 
   “Yeah Cap’n.”
 
   Sanders scans the exterior monitors one last time before popping the hatch of the armor.  Outside the warm sun glares off the glossy black combat armor, while the suit’s hardware keeps the air inside cool.  Shifting to pull the battle rifle out of the holster he keys the sequence into the suit to open the passenger door.  
 
   Dangling from Allen’s right arm Sarah swings down to the curb and skips on ahead of Sanders, “Watch her sir,” Allen gives a stern warning.
 
   “Alright princess, let’s go.”
 
   She sticks up her hand and Sanders grins reaching down for her small fingers.
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   Overhead the sky flashes bright white light followed by the crash of thunder.  Through the open rear bay door Sanders watches the air support being blasted out of the sky by the advanced weaponry controlling the airspace over the entire planet.  
 
   His GPS hand terminal shows another two miles before they reach the DZ.  Flaring to life in a ball of fire the drop ship to his right ignites and tears apart, engines pulling free from their mounts and screaming off into the night.  Burning alive, several soldiers fling themselves from the transport to fall almost a mile to their death.
 
   “Thirty seconds!” the pilot roars into the headset.
 
   “If we make it that long,” Sanders murmurs too low to be heard over the wail of the engines and props.
 
   Below on the ground assault troops pour wave after wave into the defensive lines stretching out as far as the eye could see.  Still in the sky to his left are the two Russian teams for the attack.
 
   One of the other soldiers from Kinetic Solutions had said that the Russians had implemented new implants and sub-dermal armor.
 
   “Sub-dermal armor plates would be nice against those damn flechette rounds,” Sanders again mumbles to no one in particular.
 
   “Ten!”
 
   The pilot counts down to one, Sanders leaps out of the back of the helicopter throwing the drag chute into the air.  The chute snaps open jerking him clear of the drop ship before pulling Davis out as well.  In seconds the entire platoon bounces across the rough ground acting as a makeshift drop zone.  
 
   “Sitrep!” Sanders barks into the radio.
 
   Each of the soldiers checks in with a green status on the grid on his forearm screen.
 
   “Fall in on me!”
 
   The screen shows each of the green dots navigating towards his own flashing blue icon.  Waiting for the soldiers to gather around he checks the overhead sat view for any available air support.
 
   The airspace looks vacant.  Even the chopper that dumped them off seems to have been downed leaving them stranded with no air support or any hope of resupply.
 
   “Damn,” he whispers to himself and clicks his radio back on.  “Alright, here’s the objective,” he spreads the screen wrapped around his forearm and keys in the rally points.  “Timetable has us reaching that transport within the hour.  It's just three miles, but intel says it's going to be hell.”
 
   Zooming the screen out, “These are Bravo, Charlie, Delta and Echo companies.  They will be pushing South or East, respectively, into the target.  Command doesn’t hold out much hope for our approach so they only sent a single platoon with a few augmentees.”
 
   Sanders counts the twenty soldiers and shakes his head, unseen in the dark of early morning.
 
   Davis starts up, “Alright Allen, Thompson, Miller, Stevens, Steele you’re with me.  We are going to provide advance recon for the rest of the team.  Anything like heavy weaponry that’s going to slow you down, leave it here.”
 
   Allen and Thompson download their packs unstrapping the LAW-5s strapped to either side of their bags.  Davis unclips the belt of grenades strapped around his waist passing them to Sanders.  “Good luck,” Davis says and flips a half salute.
 
   Sanders grins and tosses back the same jacked up salute.
 
   “Alright Tex and Cooper you’re on overwatch.  How you’re going to find and keep high ground while we try and stay on the move that much, I don’t have any clue.  Just give me what you got.  Everybody else form up on me.  Spread, not too thin and not too close.”
 
   Sanders waits for Davis to clear sixty yards out in front at a trot before rising slightly from his crouch and running forward with the rest of the unit spread in a delta in tow.  With the main company advancing East Cooper and Tex angle north to follow a slight ridge into some wooded cover.  Half the advance unit disappears into the woods with the rest flanking around the edge.
 
   Cautiously checking the forearm screen every few seconds Sanders waits for the inevitable.  
 
   Since the first engagement, a crucified defense, Sanders had known the enemy would appear suddenly with overwhelming firepower.  The GPS overlay would show several pieces of information that would become invaluable.  The first data point would be the soldier's actual status.  If the blood pressure, pulse, and thermometer cuff spiked abnormally the icon would automatically shift from green to yellow.  The soldier can also trigger this manually.  The sensor suit also connects to the soldier's firearm.  As soon as the trigger engages the circle converts to a five point star.  After twenty seconds it changes to a square and after forty seconds it goes to a triangle.  The triangle switches back to a circle after a full two minutes since the trigger engages.  If the soldier fires more than three shots the star begins to rotate indicating continuous fire.  If no rounds are fired for more than ten seconds or the rate of fire drops below thirty rounds a minute the star stops rotating.  A red icon means the soldier is requesting backup.  This icon always populates a cross either red, blue, or green.  
 
   Tactical overlay data only feeds to the unit commander because the army brass decided it might be overwhelming for the average soldier to know just exactly what was going on around him in a heavy firefight.  If the unit commander goes down the data link automatically jumps to the next highest ranking individual in the pre-programmed command hierarchy, not necessarily the next highest ranking individual.
 
   Sanders believed in the control of data.  In the first engagement he had been overwhelmed when his captain had taken a hit and the overlay immediately flooded his screens.  Red crosses demanding medical attention and timers showing how long the request for backup had been active.  Each of the soldiers were somewhere in the queue for fire support and half were in the queue for medical assistance.  The two medics, Charley and Ivan, had been swept away with the tide of requests and secondary screening provided by each soldiers’ biomedical report from his body armor.
 
   The most terrifying piece of data was of course the white flashing of a red spinning star to white and then blinking to a black circle.  Man down.  
 
   That first day his screen had instantly received over fifty black circles of the original two hundred man battalion after a brief twenty minutes of combat.  By the end of the engagement well over half the battalion had converted to black circles.  
 
   Davis’ request for tactical data populates on the device.  Sanders approves the request.
 
   “Sit tight,” Davis calls over the comm.
 
   Sanders crouches down hiding in the short grass tapping the button on his glove sending a chime through the headsets to halt.
 
   On the forearm screen he watches the tactical data from the other units feed in.  Troops in Contact.  Fire support requests and air support requests begin to stack up.  The air support beacons vanish swept away by someone up high.  A few of the fire support requests are activated with shells tracking on screen as asterisks racing across the screen.  
 
   After impact the requests auto-clear.  
 
   The red swirling stars begin winking into black circles and then the fire support requests wipe off the screen, command wiped.  
 
   On his own battlefield, Sanders watches the overlay as three of his green circles explode to green stars.  None of the stars begin rotating, meaning that whatever they fired on they either killed or it took cover.
 
   The “clear” chime rings in Sander’s headset.  He keys the unit-wide command for clear, relaying the chime to the rest of the soldiers.
 
   Red “X” reports flash up from Tex and Cooper.  Sanders checks off automatic approval for enemy hostiles to the command map.  The Brass would likely chew his ass over this later for giving enlisted personnel access to modify the command map, but when things eventually got hairy he wasn’t going to have time to approve them.
 
   A half dozen hostiles form a patrol pushing north to intercept Bravo Company.
 
   Whispering, “Alright Alpha, time to step up and save Bravo’s ass like always.”
 
   With that he taps the map and presses the button on his glove to set new way points.  Sanders sprints for the ridge breaking from the formation and heading North for Cooper and Tex.  On the display the rest of the green circles break and run dropping onto the top of the hill and finding cover.  
 
   With the Advance company flanking around behind the patrol Sanders keys the three second timer.  With each tone the soldiers tense.  After the third tone the hillside erupts simultaneously.  
 
   Below in the depression the patrol falls to the round torn apart by the onslaught.
 
   Sanders keys the cease-fire tone.
 
   Numbers beside each of the soldiers provide how much ammunition the soldier theoretically has left based on the number of rounds fired and initial load out.  Any rounds discarded with a magazine or dropped create an incorrect count.  Sanders scans the information, knowing that they can’t possibly carry enough rounds to penetrate the edge of the make shift space port.
 
   “Captain get the hell out of there!” Davis bellows over the comm.  
 
   Rolling over Sanders spots the incoming fighter.  
 
   Before keying any tones, overlays, waypoints or other queues the gunship opens up on the hillside.  In a matter of seconds all the spinning green circles snap red, flash white and then wink out to black circles.  Sander’s own blue circle flashes red and emits a shriek placing a red cross beside his own icon.
 
   “Oh shit,” he murmurs trying to find the hole.  
 
   I’m hit but where!  I can’t feel it!
 
   Without noticing him Maulk, the only remaining medic, scoops Sanders up and drags him behind cover before the fighter makes a second pass.  
 
   “Where is he hit?” Davis asks.
 
   “I’m looking,” the medic says quietly as the world begins to fade.
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   Sanders jerks upright, driving the chair into the wall hard enough to send it rebounding, rubbing his stomach feeling for the hole created by the bullet.  Frantically his hands work across the outer skin of the exoskeleton-pressurized armor.  Looking down, he watches his hands fumble across his glossy black abdomen before realizing the wound has long since vanished into a pink scar.
 
   Still panicked he keys the medical diagnostics of the power armor.  The screen shows the half dozen blood pressure, flow, temperature, adrenaline levels as well as more metrics than he could quickly make out.  All read green.
 
   The bodyguard seated next to him stands facing him weapon drawn aimed at Sander’s feet, “You ok there Grendels?”
 
   “Huh, oh yeah I am fine.  I am ok, sorry,” Sanders says sheepishly sitting back down.  
 
   Inside the air conditioned suit in the air conditioned building sweat trickles down his spine.
 
   “Thought you were going berserk there for a second was going to have to put you down.”
 
   “Nah,” Sanders says, As if that pistol would even put a dent in my armor.
 
   Slowly holstering his weapon the bodyguard looks nervously at Sanders unsure if it’s safe to sit back down now.
 
   Trying to put the guard at ease he stretches his legs out in front of him and puts his hands behind his head in a gesture of resignation.  The guard looks back at the door for the classroom and decides to have a seat instead of standing for the remaining twenty minutes.
 
   “Who are you here with?”
 
   “Sarah,” Sanders says.
 
   “Oh,” the guard mouths.  The Owens name makes quite a splash on the frontier worlds as one of the largest infantry equipment manufacturers in the business.  “Guess that’s your Hunter parked outside?”
 
   Sanders nods, his eyes half closed.
 
   “I served in one during the Hansen conflict.  Took one helluva beating.  Got blasted with about fifteen, thirty mil rounds.  Saved our asses.  We put it to that gunship.  Popped it like a can with the RIM-19s”
 
   Sanders nods, eyes still closed behind the full helmet, “Yeah the Hunter’s specialty was dropping air support.  Damn squids always had better air cover than we did so we just stopped making fighters and started making our IFVs hell on air support.”
 
   “Were you cavalry?”
 
   “No I wish I was cavalry.  I was Mechanized Infantry.”
 
   “How was that?” the guard asks leaning in, waiting for the story.
 
   “Not as comfortable as this stuff.”
 
   “What do you mean I thought you Mech Imps had the best gear the military had to offer?”
 
   “Yeah we had the best gear the old US government had to offer, which is to say we had the most comfortable battle armor around, but it was far from the best.  Russians and Chinese beat us in the modification race so they beat us to designing power armor to augment Grendels.  Idiots in congress were hell bent on test-cases, trial runs, medical procedure, and bureaucratic bullshit that forced the military to purchase the equipment from the lowest bidder constrained by ignorant policies that forced our manufacturers to ramp up costs to almost a million dollars a suit.”
 
   “Russians were cranking the damn things out for about a tenth as much.  Were less comfortable but I’d rather be operating with the Russians than the US.  Every single one of their special forces Grendels had powered armor and there were thousands of them.  There were maybe three hundred operating with US spec war.”
 
   “No way you were in spec war?  As an imp. . .”
 
   “Hell no, as soon as I did my three combat tours in regular power armor I signed on with Kinetic Solutions.  Did the first two tours in open kinetic body armor.  The contractors understood what had to be done, even more so than the Russians.”
 
   “Russia was out to conquer the world in the aftermath, they wanted control of Earth.  The contractors saw the real money.  They saw an empire of planets out there with advanced alien technology for the taking.  They knew the need to defend our home world and set out to make themselves rich doing what we wanted them to do.”
 
   “How did they differ?” The guard leans in clearly wary of the nebulous entities that have since become the ruling authorities over the interstellar human race.
 
   “Contractors tested modification for a few weeks after the mods and then they implemented them.  While they were growing us they set to work on building our armor, cheap, made by the best manufacturing firm not the cheapest bidder, built however they wanted without bureaucratic oversight.  The end result is what you see here.  Air conditioned, cushioned, nutrient bags, saline bags more armor and a bigger power pack at a third the price of the US hardware.”
 
   Sanders scoots back in his chair, “Put the US government out of business.  KS supplied protection for the colonies and left everyone else behind.”
 
   “Didn’t the UN and the US both file subpoenas and injunctions against KS for hijacking equipment?”
 
   “They only stole equipment from bases they captured.  Spoils of war and all.”
 
   “But what about the injunctions?”
 
   “What about them?  By then, by the time the greedy politicians realized power was getting out from under them and people were moving to the stars without their jurisdiction, taxation or control it was too late.  All KS manufacturing, supply, mining and personnel were already in space.  We were in space with more guns and better ships.  KS sent an official memo that ordered them to drop the investigation and proceedings before the pushed a rock into earth.”
 
   “So what about the UN consulate here?  Why don’t they just arrest Mr. Owens and be done with it?”
 
   Sanders barks out a laugh over the speaker, “With what army?”
 
   The guard scratches his head again.
 
   “Kinetic produced more Grendels and body armor than the entire rest of the Earth Alliance.  Mr. Owens is the owner and CEO with a commanding interest of sixty percent of the company.  So let’s just say Glint arrests him if they make it through security.  In less than forty-eight hours your air space would become very crowded with a large number of the best equipped and vetted soldiers alive.  We ALL fought the squids.  We ALL fought the squids for the Earth Alliance until we realized bureaucracies could never possibly keep up with the demands of the war effort.”
 
   “My whole unit walked off station and reported to KS.  I wasn’t about to watch another one of my guys die because our government was too stupid to understand how to fight a war.”
 
   “You don’t see a problem with companies operating outside the rules of law?” the guard says standing up and crossing his arms.
 
   “They are operating inside the laws of a truly free market.  Glint, Earth, whoever can make whatever demands they want and KS and the other PMCs can tell them to piss off.  If KS starts operations I don’t agree with I take my men, my hardware and I walk.  Mr. O has to find another security detail but now he knows the guys who used to have his back don’t.  And that’s bad because we know everything about his schedule and operations and are back up for hire even to his competition.”
 
   “Welcome to the wild west.  Behave or someone somewhere will pay enough to have you hunted down.”
 
   The door across the hall swings open and a handful of children spill into the hallway headed for their respective rides or guards.  Cinderella comes running and jumps up eager to be caught by her big brother.
 
   “Well little lady, how was class?”
 
   “It was awful, we had to work these puzzles and it lasted forever!”
 
   Sanders smiles comparing his education to hers.  
 
   “Used to in school they made us memorize lots of information.  We didn’t really know any better back then.  Your teachers,” he gestures to the door as he turns to walk down the hall, “know that it's better to make you a faster learner than it is to make you knowledgeable.”
 
   “Either way it was boring!” she wails flailing around.
 
   Sanders walks past the guard without giving him any attention.
 
   Must be nice to believe that rules are more important than the people they protect.
 
   “On my way out.”
 
   “Roger, all clear outside sir,” Allen said.
 
   “Check in.”
 
   Each of the three names flash through the comm box quickly indicating each is active on the comm band.
 
   Opening the vestibule door Sanders checks the space before sealing the door behind him.  Another several steps away the heavy doors outside are still closed.  He takes the few steps while watching the camera outside before flipping to the live feeds from his own men watching the building from outside.
 
   “Coming out.”
 
   He pushes the heavy door and the mag lock releases, swinging wide on its bearings.
 
   Five steps away the Hunter sits with the passenger side door open.  Sanders hands Sarah off to Allen who climbs into the vehicle with her and then promptly closes the door.  Davis slips around the far side of the vehicle to the gunner seat while Sanders pulls open the passenger door for the front seat.
 
   Before the doors cycle through, Miller presses the controls sending the Hunter growling down the street.  
 
   “Filled her up around the corner while we were waiting boss,” Miller informs.  
 
   “Good, not that we need it but, it’s always nice to have the extra fuel in case.”
 
   “Captain, you gotta calm down.  This isn't the war anymore.  I know you take a lot of pride in our job but seriously I doubt we are ever going to see a live firefight again.”
 
   “Miller, do you know how long they think we will live?”
 
   “A while?”
 
   Sanders laughs, “Honestly they are still talking we might have a hundred years left on the hardware before it starts going faulty.  So you telling me you think the universe is going to be peaceful for another two hundred years?”
 
   “Not really sir, but I kinda figured you wouldn’t be taking any combat jobs in the future.  We have a pretty cushy job here.  Why would we go looking for other work?”
 
   “If we find another job that needs to be done more than this one Miller,” Sanders sighs turning his helmet to face him instead of using the side cameras, “Then I am going to go do it.”
 
   “Miller don’t even act like you don’t miss the battlefield,” Allen chimes.
 
   Davis chuckles, “Hell some days I miss it.  Easier knowing that if you saw something moving you shot it.  Right now I gotta play nice.”
 
   “I don’t,” Sanders sighs.
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   Back behind the safety of the perimeter walls, Sanders runs through the perimeter cameras and checks in on the security teams.
 
   The large wooden desk hides a holo screen beneath the blotter in the center and the empty inbox and outbox give the look of a symbolic desk.  Sanders leans back in the reinforced chair flipping through the security feeds from the walls, watching the feed inside his helmet.
 
   “About those other jobs,” Davis says stepping around the corner.
 
   “What other jobs,” Sanders answers still scrolling through cameras and checking any changes in the appearance of the wall.
 
   “You told Miller you’d take another job if you thought it needed doing.  Well we have other jobs that we are particularly suited for.  Jobs that require a Grendels unit.”
 
   Blinking twice to dismiss the extra feeds, Sanders looks at Davis, “You talking about going and helping put down that rebellion?”
 
   “Look Sanders, you and I both know this team was born in the fire and that's where we will end up again one day.  You said it yourself, we are going to be around long after this family is long dead.  What are we going to do then, guard their children?”
 
   Sanders turns the chair to face Davis full on but stays reclined in the chair.
 
   “I mean we already have more money than any of us can spend if we don’t start buying ships or something ludicrous.  We have all the hardware to outfit a combat unit.  The two Hunters, a drop ship to carry them both into battle, and pilots for both.  We go do this thing and then we come back to the security business.”
 
   “You think O will just wait on us to wrap up our little playdate out on the playground down the block?  I’m certain the compound would remain secure.  They would need orbital bombardment to breach the defenses and we both know they are never going to get cleared for that.  What about personal security for any excursions into town?”
 
   “You know they can handle it.  The security crew has twelve operators.  They aren’t Grendels by any means but hell they were Special Forces back in one engagement or another.  We’d only be gone for a month or two at max.  How long do you think two worlds can hold out against a full scale invasion?  Besides we can just pull other Kinetic Solutions assets and double the house compliment.”
 
   “You itching to go back into combat?” Sanders.
 
   “And you aren’t?  You remember it.  There is nothing like the thrill of rising up to the thrill of a fight and coming out victors.  ‘Once you’ve known the thrill of hunting man nothing else will suffice,’ or something like that?”
 
   “Who says we come out on top?  Sure the rebels will lose, but we could come out on the losing end of one gunfight or another.  You want to put our boys at risk because you are all chomping at the bit?”
 
   The words stung Sanders own mouth as they came out.  The adrenaline building in his own veins at the thrill of another dive into the fray sends his heart rate spiraling quickly up.  
 
   “Look Sanders you and I both know the KS teams in place to handle the invasion are going to suffer much higher casualties than we would if we went.  So just look at it like we are allowing those guys to get to go home to their families.  And don’t act all high and mighty to me man, I knew you back before we upgraded.  Back before you were The Captain Sanders.  Back when we would go out drinking after coming back from a raid.”
 
   “I’ll think about it,” Sanders says turning in the chair and pulling open a drawer.  
 
   “Alright,” Davis says starting to turn away, “But just know that some of the other guys are talking about walking and going it solo.  Maybe picking up a team of their own and heading out to the rim.”
 
   “Noted,” Sanders replies flatly.  
 
   The door closes around the corner at the entrance to the office.
 
   Before it was different.  Before we were hunting squids.  They aren’t human and even when we were hunting humans they were terrorists out killing civilians.  This is some sort of corporate contract blowout gone wrong.  
 
   Well the least I can do is look into it and see who’s fighting for what. . .
 
   An hour later, sifting through dozens of news services Sanders comes to a conclusion.  
 
   “Looks like they thought they could just steal a couple of planets using the mining ships they borrowed.”
 
   “What’s that?” Carl Owens says stepping into the office.  
 
   “Huh, oh hey sir, how are you doing?”
 
   “Doing well, something got you interested in this planetary rights dispute?”
 
   “One of my guys asked about it and I thought I could at least look into it for them.”
 
   “Just got a message that someone was using a top-tier clearance to look into our tactical movements.  I figured it might have been you and thought if you were looking might as well ask what you think about it.”
 
   Sanders stands up and walks around the desk to look out the reinforced window, “Honestly sir, the claim to the planet could go either way.  They did lie about the equipment being down for the eight months they used it to terraform the planet.  Once they got it back up they fulfilled the original contract but the rental fee for checking out the equipment for eight months would be huge.  How they got away with it for a decade before someone pieced together the timetables is a better question.”
 
   O grins ear to ear sliding his hands in his pockets, “No I meant about our tactical position for invading the planet.  What is the high-low for losses?”
 
   Sanders pauses looking out the window for a long time replaying the images of the formations, numbers and defensive capabilities in his head.  He shakes the numbers again until they solidify into a concrete answer.
 
   “Sir, you’ll lose a pretty good few.  Their resources have given them the money to produce some decent armament.  Looks like they have some big orders completed by Mjolnir Armaments.  Means either they have heavy armor, air support or Grendels.  Any one of those three and you’re going to have it tough.”
 
   “Unless I deploy my own Grendels?” O asks.
 
   “Yes you could always do that, it levels the playing field, and all but guarantees to keep your losses at a minimum, but you’re risking assets you can’t replace easily and moving invaluable assets out of position to defend our other facilities.”
 
   “Oh I can replace them.  No one is abiding by the Non-Modification clause.  In fact. . .”
 
   “Not what I meant sir.  Everyone knows everyone is producing more second-gen Grendels, but you aren’t going to get any new Grendels who fought the squids.  You can’t produce veterans of a war that is over.  Honestly sir no amount of training is going to put them up to speed with the boys that fought that war, especially experience from any of six of the home system campaigns.”
 
   “Just how many campaigns were you involved in again?” O asks crossing his arms and staring out the window in awe at the beauty and terror of the view and the memories respectively.
 
   “Thirteen sir.  All six in their home system, two on Earth, Fort Benning and the siege on the Kansas Spaceport, One on Luna and Mars each.  Then there were the two stations and the last was Oceana.  Twelve years total with two years spent on rotation back to Luna for home guard and to train new troops.”
 
   “Twelve years!  I knew the war lasted a long time but I didn’t know anyone fought all of it.  What did your family say when you got back?”
 
   Sanders jumps startled at the impact of the question.
 
   “I’m sorry, you don’t have to. . .”
 
   “No its fine sir, I just hadn’t been expecting it.  Everyone always wants to know what the combat on their home world was like.  Just caught me off guard.”  
 
   Sanders sighs silently inside the suit, only his shoulders giving away the breath.
 
   “They had moved on.  For the best for everyone.  I had a daughter I never met until after the war ended.  She was born after we moved off Terra.  Was nine years old by the time my boots touched back down on Terran soil.  My wife sent pictures and a few messages back and forth but it's not really the same to have a father, you never see or a husband that's never there.”
 
   “My wife began seeing someone else after the surgeries and genetic treatments.  Can’t say I honestly blame her.  By then it had been two years without even sending a picture back home and messages only went out about once a month.  For all she knew I had died.  After the modifications and implants I might as well have been dead.”
 
   Mr. Owens uncrosses his arms and leans against the wall hands in pockets one leg crossed heel up, “I mean I can understand not being attracted to a Grendels, but just giving up on someone who had. . .”
 
   Sanders smiles behind his helmet, “I understand sir.  It was just easier to love me from a distance.  Also kept from terrifying the kids.  My children were horrified, my wife said the first time she showed them a picture of a Grendels.  So she just told them I had died on their home world.”
 
   “How’d you meet your daughter then?”
 
   “I just pretended to be someone who knew their father telling them he loved them very much.”
 
   Mr. O straightens up from the wall and shivers slightly, “You say this like it is all pretty normal?  Like you have no problem just walking away from your kids.”
 
   “Not at all sir, it’s just, it’s been you know, forty-something years.  We ended the war by blasting their home world clean forty-three years ago.  A year after that we finally made it home after we were sure the threat was over.  From there most of us got mothballed.  Put back out into the civilian population to try and find jobs.  That’s when we found out we weren’t really welcome in society anymore.  Something about being seven feet tall, three hundred and fifty pounds easy, smooth chitinous plates covering your chest, back and legs, massive hands with two extra digits small enough to manipulate regular equipment, I mean we leave the suits on around Sarah so we don’t scare her.”
 
   “In going out onto the map where it said ‘Here there be monsters’ you became monsters.”
 
   “Something like that sir,” Sanders says turning to watch him instead of spying through the rear-facing lens.
 
   “I’m sorry, Kevin.  Really if I thought I could put you guys back to normal I would, but I am grateful for everything you’ve sacrificed for us all.”
 
   “You’re welcome sir,” Sanders says smiling, “But honestly it's easier being this way still.  This way just warns the rest of the world that there is something a little bit wrong with us.  That we don’t quite fit in.  Let's them know to keep their distance and proceed with caution.”  Sensing the hesitation and fear building about a rogue Grendels he quickly adds, “Not that we would attack but just that we might break down and come unglued.”
 
   Mr. Owens shifts off the wall, lifts his hands over his head stretching his back, “Alright then I guess I should go file the feedback reports that the information queries were yours.  Next time you want our top-tier information just run it past me first though before we go putting it out across the network instead of just transferring it from my computer to yours.”
 
   “Roger that Mr. O.”
 
   Sanders plops back down in the reinforced chair, groaning under the significant weight of the modified soldier and powered armor.
 
   “Nobody would have been normal after that. . .”
 
    
 
    
 
   “Where are we?”
 
   Sanders bows his head staring at the dirt, “I don’t know.  The topo maps aren’t accurate enough and we’ve lost uplink.”
 
   “How far was the next rally point?” Davis presses.
 
   Sanders looks up at him and laughs through the open faceplate of the helmet.  The lens covering the left half of his face reflects the brilliant milky light from a moon much closer than Luna to Earth gleams silver in the light.  
 
   “Davis, how many different ways do I have to tell you that we have no data uplink?  I can’t be watching several miles ahead.  It takes everything we can manage to deal with the threats within half a mile.  They popped our air support and whoever else is still alive down here is outside our comm link range.  Or worse they’ve found some way to jam comm link.  All I know is we were headed that way.  Now we can talk about what we don’t know or we can move and try and clear out a zone for the fleet to land additional resources.”
 
   Davis turns and moves to the head of the formation.  
 
   “Fall in!”
 
   The troops leap through the air, clearing the debris from the last firefight.  Sanders looks down at his pitifully diminished battalion strength charts.  More than half of the battalion has sorted to the bottom of the chart and converted to black circles.
 
   “Haven’t even reached the target.  Hell haven’t even reached the second checkpoint for reinforcements.”
 
   Sanders glances at the mission plan.  
 
   “Two more checkpoints to resupply weapons, ammo and additional personnel.  Would have just been easier to dump us all out here at the get go.”
 
   “Then they would have just killed off five hundred people in those missile strikes, before we killed those batteries, rather than just losing the two hundred that we did.”
 
   Davis is still testy about being insulted.  Guess it's just a shock to not have the net available.  That's what happens when you hit them in their own backyard. . .
 
   “Captain Sanders, Amphibious Assault Group Five, Captain Sanders.”
 
   Jerking upright and dropping his weapon, “Go for Sanders.”
 
   “Who is it?” Davis asks only hearing half of the conversation.
 
   “Amphib Five,” Sanders answers changing to local only.
 
   “Captain this is Commodore Nabaal, I need you to clear a patch wide enough for me to put some heavy armor down on the ground.  We have two Seekers on board that we are going to dump in the ocean but we want them dropped on land for safe delivery until they are booted up.  Can you provide me a safe LZ?”
 
   Sanders looks around, “Sir no offense but this zone is fairly hot and I am severely undermanned.  My sat link is down and we have no heavy weaponry left.”
 
   A pause.
 
   “Captain allow me to rephrase.  You will secure your current position.  We are falling into orbit and will drop our payload and then jump back out before we risk the rest of the strike group.  You will secure the package until the engineering team arrives to ensure the Seekers are properly activated.”
 
   Sanders breathes slowly, “Yes Commodore.”
 
   Looking up and watching through his left eye behind the shield he spots the strike group high above as a pair of triangles for the amphibs and four hourglasses to mark the destroyers.  Davis walks over and stares up at the same place.
 
   “Guessing having them overhead is worse than having no one overhead?”
 
   “Absolutely,” Sanders sighs.
 
   “What do they want?”
 
   “They want us to hold this position until they can download Seekers and dump them in the water.”
 
   “You tell them we have no fire support, no backup and no air defense?”
 
   “Yeah, you didn’t hear?” Sanders asks looking back down at the forearm map with soldiers relative positions from each other.
 
   “No I was busy getting back over here.”
 
   “Yeah I told ‘em.  Whatever, so we are going to hold this position, but we are going to lay low until those damn Seekers pop up on the scans.  No reason to broadcast our position until we have to.  Until then they will have to make a guess where the Seekers are going to touch down.”
 
   “We could tell them to blow off,” Davis shrugs.  “We were hired to support Amphib Strike Two not Five.”
 
   “Yeah, ok Master Sergeant Davis.  You go tell Commodore no.  And I don’t mean about rank because we are contractors, I mean because our contract is to be recovered by Strike Group Two as well.  If we snub them they might snub picking us up.  We won’t last another three days on this rock when the cleanup forces arrive.”
 
   “Shit,” Davis murmurs.  
 
   “Yeah,” switching channels Sanders addresses the entire remaining battalion, “Alright boys listen up.  We are going to hold this position as the new LZ.  We will be receiving reinforcements in the form of two Seekers.  Once they arrive the engineer compliment will rig them for launch and then we cover them while they deploy.”
 
   “Those things go active start wrecking shit, Amphibs dump out their marines and some cavalry.  We set up an On-the-go spaceport.  They drop boats we get the hell off this rock.  Roger up by platoons.”
 
   Sanders waits for the platoon leaders to get their individual reports and then form their platoon reports.  Each platoon goes green.  One hundred and ninety-one soldiers out of a compliment of four hundred.  The mantle of leaderships drags Sanders down to crouching on his heels.
 
   “That bad?” Davis asks sitting with his legs sprawled out on front of him leaning back on his hands.
 
   “Two hundred and nine dead.”
 
   “Damn, that bad.”
 
   “Severson bought it.”
 
   “Steele too.”
 
   “Which Steele?  Eli or Taylor?”
 
   “Uh, Miller’s partner?”
 
   “Eli,” Sanders rolls back and sits down as well. “Who does that leave?”
 
   “Miller, Jansen, Allen, Thompson, Rowe, You and me.”
 
   “How’d I get stuck with you?” Sanders chuckles.
 
   “Oh trust me, Satan had a sit down with the CEO and me and we discussed who would be acceptable for your right hand.”
 
   “I’m guessing they also made you immortal to punish me for all time?”
 
   “No I just had three get out of jail free cards,” Davis sighs.
 
   Sanders slaps his armored palm against Davis’ back, “I think it is more talent than luck.”
 
   Sanders switches to the platoon leader channel, addressing the ten acting platoon leaders, “Alright folks, looking at my drop charts here we are going to have at least two hours if they dumped the package from low orbit and it was on entry orbit then.  I bet they dumped it from high orbit.  We can bank on it taking four hours or more to reach us.  So stand down with two man rotations as a pair.  Consolidate and keep all channels open but catch some sleep.”
 
   Sanders watches each of the platoon icons flash to green indicating they understand.  
 
   “You first sir, I’ll take first watch.”
 
   “Thanks Davis.  Wake me if anybody stars.”
 
   “Of course.”
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   “Alright, package in atmo,” Sanders announces across all channels.
 
   “Twenty minutes until touch down,” Davis says scooting down lower in his hole, rubbing up against Sanders.
 
   On the screen as if on cue green circles all around the perimeter explode into swirling stars some flashing to red.  “Here we go, you ready for this?” to Davis only.
 
   “When am I not ready boss?”
 
   “Davis, you are always the one guy I am actually worried isn’t paying attention the moment before a firefight lights off.”
 
   “I’m usually surprised when it lights off.  How do you always know in advance to worry when I am not even paying attention?”
 
   “Look Davis your sarcasm isn’t funny.”
 
   “You’re right, it’s hilarious.”
 
   Sanders cuffs Davis before getting back on the sights.
 
   Picking targets with the sniper rifle provides unique challenges because the rifle fires a thirty millimeter round.  Hitting targets too close to friendly forces leads to collateral damage.
 
   Sanders squeezes the trigger three times focusing on the hotspots on the battlefield.  Davis beside him cycles through targets more quickly using the flechette micro rounds.  After picking off each target in rapid succession Davis begins moving on Sander’s targets.  
 
   “You going to get off my ass?” Sanders huffs.
 
   “Nope, not until you speed up to keep it from getting hairy down there.”
 
   “T-minus twelve minutes.”
 
   Sanders cycles to new targets squeezing the trigger and watching the soft bodies of the squids inside their combat armor evacuate out the far side of the bullet holes.  
 
   “Sir, we are losing ground over by 'toon three.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m. . .” Pausing long enough to squeeze another shot, “Shifting the remaining three reserves over to that gap.  Just keep your fire focused on that direction.  Give them enough time to get setup.”
 
   On the overlay three spinning stars zigzag out from the command mound to the Northern edge of the formation.  
 
   “Captain,” the command override channel clicks on, “your packages are almost on site.  Want you watching for any AA out there.”
 
   Over the local command channel, “Yeah sir, what do you want me to do about their superior air support?  I have no anti-missile defense systems or anti air platforms.”
 
   A tech on the command override comes on, “Chute deployment on both Seekers.  Gliding into DZ.  The Boston is taking fire!”
 
   Sanders watches the screens while looking up trying to spot the event midair.  After a second Boston begins to descend much more rapidly than it travels forward.  “Chute on the Boston is down Davis.  We are going to organize and push further out to secure that Seeker!”
 
   Davis activates the command comm, “Alright four and five push forward, three and six collapse behind them.  One, Two and Seven through Ten fall back and get skinny.  We gotta hold this point for the McChrystal.”
 
   On the screen the spinning stars quickly become blurs spinning faster and faster to indicate near constant fire.  The firefight and the lines hold steady for a few moments while the Boston comes crashing to the ground just inside of platoon Five.  McChrystal sails and skips across the rugged landscape well within the center of the DZ.  With both of the seekers on the ground the lines begin to shift slowly faltering and falling back away from the onslaught.  The spinning clusters quickly wink out one here, two there, half a dozen at once and then the lines begin to evaporate under the boiling fire.  
 
   “Damn it Sir!  We are getting crucified here.  How long till the techs get those damn things running?” Davis yells into his comm.
 
   “How long?”  Sanders yells over the tech comm.
 
   “Five minutes sir!”
 
   Sanders looks back down at his forearm at the collapsing lines, “You got about two.  That’s two before they blast their way right through my lines.  They’re holding!  They’re not running so make sure their deaths mean something and you get that shit out there!”
 
   Sanders turns his attention back to the battlefield firing off rounds acting as the only overwatch and reserve while simultaneously painting hot zones with his laser designator on the rifle.  
 
   After a mere forty seconds an entire flank of the formation falls apart cut down under air support.
 
   “Incoming!” Sanders yells selecting the region on the map and dragging the command units to cover.  Wave after wave of enemy soldiers boils over the dead bodies of his friends crushing their hardened armored bodies under foot before being cut down by the kinetic rounds.  
 
   Instantly the balance of power shifts as both seekers come online.  The sonic cannons pinpoint soldiers in the focus of their cannons.  The vibrations crescendo inside the body of the squids causing them to erupt violently.  The cannons sweep back and forth viciously eradicating everything moving without a friendly beacon.  
 
   With the firefight settled in a matter of seconds the seekers lurch forward and roll into the river firing up their long screws.  
 
   Diving under the shallow water the pair vanish off to wreak havoc on another world.  
 
   “Damn,” Davis says limping up weapon dangling still tucked into his shoulder and scanning the battlefield.  Sanders just glances at Davis before looking out at the carnage all around.  “We went from about one eighty-three at the outset of this firefight and we are down to sixty-one.”
 
   “I’m short-handed on O’s like always.  One platoon with an officer.  You take one and I’ll take the other.  Lt. Divans can take what’s left of eight and ten.  You take five, six and seven.  I’ll mop up the rest from one through four.”
 
   “Thirteen, twenty and twenty eight?
 
   “Yeah redesignate to Alpha Bravo and Charlie,” This was the fourth restructuring of battle teams.  The first round had included colors and numbers, then switched to letters and colors, numbers and lastly just letters.
 
   Sanders watches as the command screen catches up with the restructuring.  He sighs looking at the names still remaining on the status screen, “Hope those Seekers get their payloads off.  Hope they get them into some organic factory and they kill this planet off in a week.”
 
   Davis kneels down sitting back on his heels, “What are our orders now sir?”
 
   “Hitch a ride off this rock as soon as I ping Admiral Kaffey.”
 
   Sanders glances down at the timer on the bottom right of his display, twenty minutes until Enterprise reaches line of sight.
 
   “Admiral Kaffey this is Captain Sanders Grendel Company 243 requesting pickup.  Admiral Kaffey this is Captain Sanders Grendel Company 243 requesting pickup.”
 
   Sanders shrugs at Davis waiting on a reply.
 
   Crackling over all channels, “Roger 243, this is Kaffey.  We have transports onboard and being dispatched.  ETA twenty-six minutes.  Stay on site.  Congratulations on getting those seekers up and running.  My tech reps inform me that both got loose without taking any damage.  Kaffey out.”
 
   “Finally,” Davis rocks forward straightening his back and stretching.
 
   “Alright,” Sanders calls over the recall, “Walk it in.  We are being picked up in twenty.  Air support will be over head any minute.  Keep your eyes open anyway though. . .”
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    Sanders jerks awake terrified the coffin surrounding him is one of the drop pods from years prior.  
 
   Sucking deep gasping breaths his mind races trying to calm itself down.  Focusing on his breathing he tries to deepen the breathing and slow its pace.  
 
   “Still having those?” A voice whispers inside the rack.
 
   Sanders blinks several times at the LED console trying to make out the letters.  His massive pupils swollen in the dark of night resolve the text quickly, MILLER.
 
   “Yeah, drop pods.”
 
   “I hate those,” Miller whispers back.  
 
   Heart rate finally slowing Sanders chuckles, “Not as bad as the memories waking up from the cocoon though.”
 
   “Screw that,” Miller whispers shakily over the intercom.
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   A few seconds elapse as Miller glances around the terminals, “looks all quiet boss.  Patrols are all normal.  Proxy sensors aren’t showing anything and overhead drones aren’t showing anything on the thermals.”
 
   “Alright, I’ll be back there in the office in about thirty.  Anything comes up ring the intercom in the head.”
 
   “Rog.”
 
   Sanders pulls a towel from the closet and heads for the showers.  The cool concrete against his bare feet would have felt rough but he only registers the scraping and dragging as friction against his strides.  
 
   Standing and soaking under the hot water he lets the entire room steam up before lathering up with soap and washing himself down.  He takes the soap and scrubs down his face and scalp.  He glances at the shampoo and then turns around to soak under the shower.  
 
   Kind of nice not needing shampoo, but I miss it.
 
   Shutting off the hot water he dries himself and pads back to his room.  Inside he pulls the sheets up in his rack and straightens them out before sliding it back into the wall and sitting down at the desk to slip into the thin skin that goes under the armor.  
 
   Hanging from several hooks he slides the various pieces of the suit on and locks them into each other.  First the chest piece and backpack, “You can’t power up any of the systems without the battery pack,” his drill instructors had said.  Next came legs, “Doesn’t matter if you can lift your rifle if you can’t move with it on your own.”  Locking each of the pieces into the other layers he glances at the helmet and its opened faceplate to check and make sure each piece is correctly locked.
 
   “Reading all green from your suit,” Miller’s voice comes over the speakers in the helmet, not whispering this time.
 
   “Yep, check out a rifle from the armory for me?”
 
   “Assault Rifle or Marauder?”
 
   “Rifle,” Sanders says shrugging.  “Not much chance we are going to need anti-vehicular rounds or anti-squid firepower.”
 
   “Is there much chance we will need anti-personnel rounds?”
 
   “Point taken,” Sanders says composite boots clicking down the hallway.  
 
   In the control room Miller sits feet propped up behind the bank of holo screens with a rifle set caddy corner on the desk.  
 
   Sanders picks it up and checks the magazine to find out how many rounds are loaded, sixty.  He chambers a round after finishing the safety checks and clicks it into place on the hard mount holster over his shoulder.
 
   “Like that boss man?” Miller asks.
 
   “Got a feeling Mills.”
 
   The blank black metal helmet nods slightly.  
 
   Sanders activates the suit’s interactive command system and accesses the holo screens and checks the inputs from each.  
 
   Feeds from the blockades around Solace dominate most of the news feeds.
 
   “Looks like this shit is getting pretty serious.  They have significant aerial assets as well as heavy ground armor.  We won’t be knocking them over easily.  Planet had way more helium on its moon than even the geologic summary said.  They’ve been making a killing for nearly half a decade.”
 
   “Yeah,” Sanders crosses his arms, “Looks like we are likely going to be heading over there.”
 
   “Huh?” Miller says helmet turning.
 
   “Yeah O, came in last night after he caught me looking at the deployments.  We are looking at heavy installations and heavy armor.  If we try and deploy aerial assets it's going to be a massacre because their equipment is almost as good as ours.  We would give it to them, but they’d make it expensive.  If we dump Grendels we can secure their infrastructure and some of their equipment keep it from getting into the fight.”
 
   “Last I looked at it last night we were in standoff.  Keeping them from fielding their assets just yet.  They can’t keep them in the field forever without costing a fortune as far as power cells so they are only going to deploy them if they think attack is imminent.  So they’re going to deploy us and try and get inside that window and secure the supplies before their troops get them.”
 
   “You tell the guys yet?”
 
   “Tell the guys what?” Davis asks locking his rifle across his back.
 
   Sanders glances back over his shoulder, mostly out of habit, while the suit’s cameras panned quickly across his screens to show behind him.  
 
   “That we are going to Solace.”
 
   “For sure?” Davis asks.
 
   “Yeah, Boss asked about it last night.  Wanted to know what I thought about our strategic situation.”
 
   “Saw the feeds,” Davis says pointing at the holos, “I’d gamble they have way more assets than what's on that rock.”
 
   “How do you figure?” Sanders crosses his arms and turns to face both Davis and Miller simultaneously.
 
   “Look at all that freight coming off.  Hell, they were dragging a freighter or more off those moons once a week.  That's a mountain of helium.  You can even see how much they have diminished their moons by visual inspection.”
 
   “You mean other planets,” Sanders adds turning to face the windows.
 
   “Yeah, maybe,” Davis says slowly.  “I mean where would you be hauling that much crap?  Colonies would consume that kind of power, super capital ships, and massive land equipment.  Other than that there is no reason to be hoarding that much without selling off most of it.”
 
   “This could be a serious firefight,” Miller sweeps his feet off the table and leans in.
 
   “Glad you saw that as well,” Mr. O says from the door.
 
   “Good morning sir,” Sanders turns.
 
   “Some of my analysts were telling me that it was unlikely they could have gotten up to much in just the ten short years since they started up mining operations on the moon.”
 
   “In ten years you could build a fleet, field an army and train up a significant number of Grendels.  In ten years we sacked the squid home system.  Ten years is enough time to build a massive fortune and spend it on a serious war machine.”
 
   “So my next question, is what plans do you have to ensure my families safety if I put your division in charge of the front lines?”
 
   Helmets swivel looking at each other briefly before pausing and looking at Sanders.
 
   “To be honest sir, you’d have to get off planet.  Anything topside is going to make you vulnerable to orbital bombardment.  If you put up in one of the old battle cruisers you should be reasonably safe this far from the fighting.  The Stand-off Missile Plats carried a marine detachment with them.  You could probably tool up a few modules to convert it to spacious living for your family.  Keep the weapon systems and shield modules, Keep her way out beyond the range of normal traffic and no one is likely to find you long enough to mount a large enough attack.”
 
   Davis takes a couple of steps into the room away from Owens, “Take a compliment of fighters with you, dock ‘em on the hull.  Between a five squad of fighters, onboard drones and the SMP’s weapon system you shouldn’t need to worry about anything.”
 
   “They’d need several destroyers to give you a run and honestly even then you would be able to pop them before they got through your shields.”  Sanders finishes and steps toward Davis and Owens.
 
   “Glad I kept one of those back in orbit then,” O says scratching his head.  “Sent the rest of them to the front because the analysts advised we would likely face significant aerial support.  Well Dave, You and the boys pack it up.  You’ll be on the shuttle tonight.  We have a transport heading out there tomorrow.”
 
   Sanders nods and glances at the other two, nodding as his helmet sweeps across them.
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   Vibrations rattle through the ship while heat warps the metal, whining miserably against the strain.  Sanders watches the three dimensional tactical overlay of the air space over Solace.  In just two hours the carrier fleet stationed just behind an asteroid cluster has shifted into deployment position.  
 
   Twelve thousand total ground troops poised to drop onto the surface of the rock and seize control of any weapons systems.  
 
   From the ground several air defense stations begin to light up the night sky trying to intercept the amphibs.  
 
   “All ships, evasive maneuvering.  I say again all ships evasive maneuvering.”
 
   The commander of aerial operations looks just like Sanders remembers his pilots looking, somehow detached from the action but intensely in control.  
 
   “Gunships, move on those installations.  The AA is focusing on our transports.  You should be able to get in close enough to bring them down before they take you out.  Move!  Those transports won’t last long when we get up close.”
 
   Suddenly a battery of return fire flickers down through the atmosphere exploding and flashing, Most of those rounds will never reach the surface.  Got it Sir, do something.  Maybe we got lucky and a few of those rounds penetrated the atmo.
 
   Sanders watches the tactical map with his advanced overlays as commander of ground operations.  Several of the gunships wink out as additional arrays of defense measures activate.  
 
   “Atmo AA active.”
 
   Little late, boss, Sanders sighs watching two more gunships wink out before the gunships focus their fire on the close in air cover destroying their compatriots.  The short tanged AA doesn’t last long against the direct attack.  With the ground based shields the more expensive long range AA continues pounding out rail rounds close to C.
 
   A transport splinters in the atmosphere spilling equipment and personnel.  Sanders grimaces, “First casualties.”
 
   A counter spins up on his screen.  The timer counts down from forty seconds.  He calls off the intervals starting every five seconds at thirty.  As the last few seconds approach the jerks of the parachutes and rockets drive each passenger ferociously into their seats.  
 
   “I forgot how much this sucks,” Davis says.
 
   “The next part is going to be far worse,” Sanders sighs.
 
   “Not hunting squids anymore, huh?” Miller says and asks, seeking someone to talk to and delay the inevitable.
 
   The counter reaches zero and the crate smashes into the ground sides popping on explosive bolts and dropping flat.  Ahead a small city sprawls out with hundreds of other parachutes raining from the sky.
 
   “Turn us around Mils!  We dropped between the city and the airfield,” Sanders taps the screen setting waypoints on the map and dragging units along routes to the target.
 
   “All units, roll out, engage only as necessary.”
 
   “Roger sir,” Miller responds to the command to spin the vehicle.
 
   Ahead through the feed from the Hunters, the fully loaded soldiers watch as several smaller lighter hovercraft dart out the gate of the space station.  Each of the small vehicles is mounted with a small cannon on its roof.
 
   “Pretty sure those aren’t authorized for daily use,” Davis laughs.  “Drill ‘em,” he says activating the weapons console.
 
   Thompson sweeps the vehicles with the Gatling cannon.  Each of the vehicles gets several shots off with its small cannon but the rounds ricochet noisily off the hull.  A few seconds later several of the much larger caliber rounds from the cannon rip the hovercraft into debris.
 
   “Well this is all going smoothly,” Davis says clipping his rifle back onto his shoulder.
 
   “Yeah but they have armor and aerial support somewhere. . .” Sanders says on the short range.
 
   “All ground forces,” Sanders says switching channels to command, “This is commander Sanders over ground forces for KS, Keep an eye out.  We know they have significant aerial and ground support equipment.  We should be expecting heavy MBTs.  Be sure to mark anything on the command map that pops up.”
 
   “Dave,” Davis says interrupting the end of the battle speech.
 
   Sanders focuses ahead and spots the MBT glide around the corner of the star port.
 
   “Oh, Shit!  Everybody out!  Thompson Miller, stay on the run and keep hitting it with the one fifty.”
 
   Sanders drops from the open door rolling free from the vehicle at more than forty kilometers per hour.  
 
   “Stay down!  Miller lure him out.  He’s going to need to get close to pin you down with that cannon.  If you can get him closer we can hit him with the anti-armor.”
 
   “Rog,” Miller says sounding busy.
 
   Sanders pulls the disposable missiles from his right shoulder blade, “Alright folks wait for my call and make them count.  You only get one shot and if we screw this we die. . .”
 
   Sanders watches as the MBT chases the Hunter out into the thicker ground slowing it slightly.  The team in the tank fire several rounds trying to hem Miller in but the experienced operator out maneuvers their simple traps.
 
   “Rip it!” Sanders yells.
 
   Three missiles explode across the hull of the tank.  A missile strike to the rear quarter sends the drives crashing and the tank pulling hard to the left dragging the turret off track and punching a hole harmlessly in the ground.  Before any of the soldiers can reach for the second missile the turret on the Hunter tears open the hull of the tank with the one fifty.  The ripping metal pops and hisses before the internals explode ripping the tank wide open.
 
   Sanders shakes his head at Davis, “That was way too close this early. . .”
 
   


  
 

8
 
   Leaning over the displays Sanders huffs before slowly blowing out the rest of the air in his lungs.
 
   “So many,” he says standing up and stretching out his back.  
 
   Around the room dozens of personnel swivel back and forth in their couches scanning through data and sending off messages to front line troops.  
 
   “Sanders,” Davis calls stepping into the room.
 
   Calling over his shoulder, “Yeah, go.”
 
   “Main just called.  They want a status report for this last holdout.  Estimates on recovery and losses.”
 
   “Tell them I’ll get it to them when it's not going to cost them a fortune,” Sanders snaps back irritably. 
 
   On the holos hovering around the command dais Sanders tracks the movements of vehicles, air support and troops.  Each of the units is color coded and numbered to allow quick differentiation.  
 
   Two battalions of Grendels are moving quickly towards the last spaceport, hitching a ride on a couple of Hunters from the cavalry units.  Ahead a small remnant of track based MBTs rolls into a fighting position.  The massive MBTs fielded in the latter half of the war would have been game changers if they had been completed.  The massive anti-air rail guns mounted along the topside would have enabled the enemy to deny access to any and all drop zones.  It would have been an unwinnable standoff.  
 
   Moving more quickly towards the MBTs three ice creams cones flicker from green to red as they engage the targets from a few miles out.  The MBTs engage counter measures and the missiles become distracted before the ice cream cone shaped fighters turn on the radar and angle directly for the formation.  
 
   After just a moment of direct fire the tanks flicker to black marks on the holo.  More enemy ground units, light cavalry and possibly mechanized infantry fighting vehicles move to engage the Grendels.  
 
   Overhead drones provide a hundred camera angles that the computer molds into a full size live view of the battlefield.  
 
   Sanders watches as the much more heavily armed and armored Grendels sweep through the lines of regular infantry.  The high-powered rifles swinging between both hands rip metal armor away from the Grendels but the return fire drops the aggressors before they can capitalize on the vulnerability.
 
   In moments the cavalry sweep across the enemy line and into the space port itself.  The Grendels follow clearing away any remnants of resistance falling in behind the vehicles.
 
   “Sir, we are on site!”
 
   Another camera shows the actual view from the soldier standing in front of a half dozen starships grounded in the dry docks.  The computer system quickly generates as much data as possible from the overhead views by the drones and the half dozen views from ground forces.  In just seconds various bits of information populate the screen showing estimated completion levels and potential capabilities.
 
   Chiming in from Main, “Finally Sanders, you delivered to me something worth capturing.  It was well worth the wait.  Those ships are going to easily net the company a few billion.”
 
   “Sorry to keep you waiting Ms. Owens,” Sanders says frowning at the number of soldiers dead or injured.
 
   “Sanders, I told you to call me Sarah.  It’s weird to have you call me Ms. Owens.  You called me Sarah for as long as I can remember, now that I am in charge no reason to change that.”
 
   Allen looks up from his terminal and begins sorting through several of the holo screens quickly, “Sarah where are you?”
 
   A brief pause, “Spot is that you?”
 
   “Yes, where are you?”
 
   “Look I am not ten anymore I don’t need you watching me every second.  That is what I have the fleet for.”
 
   Sanders selects a ship and sends the coordinates to Allen.  Allen looks at the coordinate and frowns, “Excuse me ma’am but you are well within range of their long range guns on their ships.  I think we would all be more comfortable if you removed yourself back to more protected air space.”
 
   “Spot, Allen, calm down.  It's going to be fine.  We have them on the run.  They won’t be trying to pop my atmo.”
 
   Sanders leans forward wanting to rub his hands across his face and blink slowly hoping to restore something of the world that had existed up until yesterday.  Just a world where we kill the squid and take their world.  I don’t much care for the one where we take things from each other.
 
   “Alright Sanders, Wrap it up here and then get your team back to Main.  Dock it in the compound.  With this little rebellion put to an end I think it’s safe for us to go back down into the valley of a planet and maybe give up the high ground in orbit.”
 
   Sanders looks across the dozens of holos showing various bits of interesting events.  Several of the screens show the mop up on the planet’s surface below while one holo displays the cast images from a small naval skirmish out in the asteroid belt in the local system.  Glancing back and forth from them slowly he starts to answer.
 
   “Sanders what the hell is this?”
 
   A new holo image pops up.
 
   Sanders takes a single glance at the ship, “Sarah get the hell out of there!  That’s a squid warship!”
 
   “There aren’t any more squid warships.  We chased them to extinction well before I was born!”
 
   “Shut up!” Sanders barks in his command tone, “Get your ship up and get out of orbit.  Your defensive formations are not setup to withstand attack from an actual war vessel.  There are probably reinforcements coming!”
 
   “No there is just one.  He’s heading for the planet.  No course deviation to even put his turrets in targeting lock.”
 
   “They aren’t there for our ships.  They are there to kill the people and the planet itself.”
 
   “There was no way we could have known then that they were going to learn from us.  They took our Seekers, rebuilt the virus that we had impregnated the spores with and then sent a single ship to each human world.”
 
   “The remnants of the old squid armada were consumed overnight as delivery vehicles to make sure the virus reached the surface.  At first we didn’t understand what was happening until half a dozen hours later the virus started acting up and killing people en masse.”
 
   “Sarah took her cruiser down to the surface to pick up her family but then the rest of the naval fleets private and coalition grounded every ship on every planet.  Forcing them to stay grounded kept the infection from spreading further.  Her reports of the first few days were terrifying because the virus killed the majority of the populace nearly immediately.  After that the raids began and people began killing people looking for supplies.”
 
   “That’s when we broke through the blockade and put Hercules on the deck.  We extracted her and her family from the compound before the masses swept through and raided everything.”
 
   “Having an entirely different genetic code and multiple redundant systems we were naturally immune to the virus.  Sarah Owens died two weeks later after finally coming into contact with someone infected while we were running.”
 
   “Since then we have been watching after her son Felix.”
 
   The two black helmets sit and talk about the first few months of the outbreak, “Was this Sarah Owens of KS?”
 
   “Same one.  I saw her grow up from the age of three before her father passed and handed the company off to her.  I worked for him for nearly twelve years though.”
 
   Miller and Allen creep back into the camp, “All clear boss.”
 
   “Rog,” Sanders replies, “Keep ‘em open.  No stragglers inside the perimeter.”
 
   Sanders only vaguely listens as the pair compare their power status.  His mind wanders from the past to his gear, how much longer before those solar panels cut out?
 
   “So what are you guys doing here?  Don’t you have your ship still?”
 
   Davis leans in, “We had it hidden for a long time.  Some jackass back during the quarantine found it and thought to themselves that they were going to fire it up and run the blockade with it.  As soon as they powered up the main engines an orbital bombardment blasted it into a giant crater.  We didn’t even know until we saw the missiles falling from the sky.”
 
   “So now we are trapped here,” Sanders finishes leaning back.
 
   The small armored soldier leans in and pokes the fire.  The transparent face screen shows his bunched up face deep in thought.  
 
   “My rescue crew can take all of you, but the children are going to have to learn some kind of skills.  I can’t file a report that I am transporting fifteen people half of which have no use to the ship.”
 
   Allen jumps in on the conversation remotely over the comm, “Look we aren’t putting these kids on the ground!”
 
   The face in the mask squints hard at the name and then looks up and around, “Look pal, you don’t have much choice.  Either they can learn to operate as part of a rescue and resupply crew or they can stay here with you boys and try and survive on this burnt out husk.”
 
   Sanders jumps to the private channel quickly, “Calm down Allen we can keep the kids safe.  But we might have to negotiate with this guy at first.”
 
   Davis’ name lights up, “Or maybe we just kill him and take his ship after we get in orbit.”
 
   “Or that,” Sanders grins behind the full face metal helmet.  
 
   “Before the outbreak people generally avoided us, what makes you think they aren’t going to just shoot us on sight?” Sanders asks switching back to the main comm.
 
   “Since then you guys have become like angels.  The deviants seem to be as terrified of you as the squids were and the innocents look to you as pillars of light and justice.”
 
   “Funny how things swing that way when the lights go out,” Davis laughs.
 
   “Hate you for being a monster, until they need one monster to fight another. . .”
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